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Abstract
Accessing insights from underrepresented populations, such as adolescents, remains a persistent challenge in
the research and design process. The paper will investigate the utility of online videos of user-posted materials
as an innovative research tool. Unlike traditional in situ approaches to studying human behavior and public
space, online videos permit access to multiple sites based upon the population or activity of interest. The
approach is similar to studies of behavior using unobtrusive observation—where participation or interviews
might interrupt the activity under observation or where access to the setting of the activity would otherwise
remain inaccessible to the researcher.
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Accessing insights from underrepresented populations, such as adolescents, remains 
a persistent challenge in the research and design process.  The paper will investigate 
the utility of  online videos of  user-posted materials as an innovative research 
tool. Unlike traditional in situ approaches to studying human behavior and public 
space, online videos permit access to multiple sites based upon the population or 
activity of  interest. The approach is similar to studies of  behavior using unobtrusive 
observation—where participation or interviews might interrupt the activity under 
observation or where access to the setting of  the activity would otherwise remain 
inaccessible to the researcher. 
Methods. The use of  YouTube remains largely untapped in urban design research, 
yet it is well situated amongst a discipline well versed in using visual research methods 
to understand the relationship between behavior and design. The following paper 
describes how anonymously posted online videos of  adolescents skateboarding in 17 
public, open spaces in New Orleans, LA were collected and coded for further analysis. 
Collectively, this culminated with 104 unique videos that contained 278 individual 
scenes gathered from online video search engines such as YouTube. 
Findings. Videos were reliably coded (k>.75) for prosocial behavior and risk-taking 
behavior across locations which varied in terms of  physical features, social groups, 
and urban context, showing that YouTube content could, indeed, provide useful 
data. Overall, the findings have important implications for research into the use of  
public space by underrepresented populations, alternative activities, or spontaneous 
events. The innovative strategy could incite positive changes in research methods in 
landscape architecture and urban design by employing strategies that access relevant 
streams of  human behavior through online sources. 
